CHAPTER   III
BEARDING    THE     LION
HAVING armed himself in Paris with letters of introduc-
tion to the Banking Houses of Rothchild and Baring
Brothers, The Times newspaper, and to many persons
of rank and consequence, De Lesseps arrived in London
in June, 1855.
It was not an auspicious time to descend on the
capital, The Crimean War from a commercial and
financial point of view was calculated to concentrate
attention on the uncertainties of the Near East rather
than on its advantages. Lord Palmerston, at the ripe
age of seventy, had only recently become head of the
Government, and his antipathy towards France, in
spite of the alliance subsisting between the two
countries, was well-known. To attempt the conversion
of such an uncompromising statesman was indeed a
Herculean task.
Nevertheless, De Lesseps proceeded at once to the
attack, and called upon the Prime Minister with one
of his letters of introduction. He was received immedi-
ately, and no time was lost in getting down to business.
De Lesseps pressed for definite objections to his scheme
to be stated instead of airy generalities; but Palmer-
ston remained bland, courteous, and non-commital.
Finally, however, he leaned forward, and with a great
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